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Abstract 
This paper reports on an investigation of the effectiveness of online discussion use in blended courses at Saudi Arabian 
Universities. The study presents issues that have to be considered before employing online discussion in blended courses. Using
qualitative research, a rigorous data collection procedure was developed by employing multiple data collection methods that 
included observations, focus groups and in-depth interviews. The participants were female undergraduate students and instructors
of different courses. The results highlight the issues to be considered in utilizing efficient online discussion, which are:   
e-pedagogy, e-plagiarism, infrastructure, Learning Management System tools, and demands on time.
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The evolution of learning processes in education has relied on incorporating new instructional strategies to 
improve pedagogy and increase flexibility. There has been considerable research into the use of online synchronous 
or asynchronous materials and activities in education.  Several studies have been conducted to explore learning 
strategies that exploit the potential of online instruction while retaining the advantages of face-to-face instruction, 
from which emerges the concept of Blended Learning. Some universities promote blended learning to offer 
flexibility in the time and place of learning (Sharpe, 2006). Studies have overwhelmingly shown that blended 
learning can be used to improve pedagogy, increase cost-effectiveness, access and flexibility, and simplify revision 
(Graham, 2005; Osguthorpe & Graham, 2003). 
Placing this study within a theoretical framework, we will join the participants of the 2005 Sloan-C Workshop on 
Blended Learning (Laster, Otte, Picciano & Sorg, 2005; Picciano, 2006), in adopting the following definition: a 
portion of face-to-face time is replaced by online activity in a planned, pedagogically valuable manner. The purpose 
of selecting this definition among the others stated in the literature is because it fits the circumstances of this study 
where reducing seat-time is a sought for solving the rapid growth of Saudi undergraduate students. This framework 
gives the study uniqueness because most of the previous studies in blended learning combine online and face-to-face 
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instruction by providing online materials similar to the course contents or providing online materials as 
supplementary resources.  
Asynchronous online discussion is one of the most widely used elements in blended courses and several studies 
have proved its effectiveness in enhancing participation and collaboration.  This study is concerned with 
asynchronous rather than synchronous online discussions that require real-time online participation. Although there 
are relatively few studies that identify the effectiveness of online discussions in blended courses (Wu & Hiltz, 
2004), there are no studies,  as far as we can ascertain, that explore online discussions in Saudi blended learning, due 
to its  recent emergence. This study endeavors to allow both the teacher and the learner’s voice to come through to 
enhance the exploitation of this new learning strategy in Saudi higher education. 
In the following sections we will demonstrate the rationale and elements for blended learning, the significance of 
online discussion, and the status of web-based education in Saudi higher education. Issues related to using effective 
online discussion in blended courses in Saudi Arabia are addressed. It is hoped that this study will help to provide 
insights for teachers and decision-makers throughout higher education in Saudi Arabia. 
2. Online Discussion in Blended Courses 
Blended learning provides more guidance by integrating face-to-face learning with web-based learning, as well as 
adding flexibility and accessibility to traditional learning through online learning. The most common purpose of 
blended learning is the ability to combine the best of both worlds: traditional and online learning (Young, 2002; 
Graham, Allen & Ure, 2003; Kumar, 2007). According to DeLacey and Leonard (2002) and So and Brush (2008), 
integrating online sessions with traditional courses improve student interaction and satisfaction. Blended learning 
designs differ according to the elements that are blended, the percentage of these elements in the course credit, and 
the objectives of the courses. In blended learning, mostly the face-to-face portion is conducted in an instructor-led 
classroom, while the online learning portion could be provided as synchronous or asynchronous elements.  
A significant tool of web-based instruction is online discussion, which is a discussion board where messages are 
posted online and participants can view messages and respond to them in asynchronous manner. Owston, Garrison 
and Cook (2006:339) assert the important role of interaction in quality learning stating that “interaction is the key 
element and quality standard of a quality learning experience in higher education”. Utilizing online discussion in 
blended learning allows students to interact and collaborate with their peers at a distance to share and reflect on their 
knowledge.  
Students who do not usually contribute during class have an opportunity to contribute confidentially using online 
discussion; posting questions and updating each other without the constraints of date and time. Salter et al. (2000) 
point out that online discussion provides “opportunities for collaborative learning and the development of 
communication skills.” By collaboration, they mean “sharing experience”, hence online discussion provides 
collaboration where students learn from the ideas and mistakes of others and share their experiences to create a rich 
knowledge resource. Moreover, Raleigh (2000) notes that online discussion improves critical thinking and increases 
confidence in peer working abilities because the student must compare, contrast, evaluate and analyze before 
contributing. Critical thinking, exercised in online discussions, gives students an opportunity to analyze their 
observations and provide reflective, thoughtful responses to posed questions and offer constructive feedback. 
3. Context of the Study  
Education in Saudi public universities is based on the traditional didactic, lecture-based classroom with a few 
programs implementing web-based distance learning (MCIT, 2007; Ali, Sait, & Al-Tawil, 2003). For the sake of 
improving the quality of learning and access to higher education in Saudi Arabia, the Ministry of Higher Education 
has established the National Plan for Information Technology which encourages e-learning and distance education 
in higher education. In 2006, the National Plan for Information Technology established the National E-learning and 
Distance Learning Centre. This Centre provides technical support, tools, and the means necessary for the 
development of digital educational content in higher education throughout the country, and is a vehicle by which all 
university sectors can become standardized. In addition, it has established a Learning Management System (LMS) 
called ‘Jusur’ promoting materials for university courses.  
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In Fall 2007, King Saud University in Riyadh approved the implementation of e-learning courses in the College 
of Applied Studies and Community Services (CASCS) to overcome the rapid growth of students applying for 
college education.  The e-learning courses in the CASCS are not totally online. The instruction in these courses is a 
combination of face-to-face instruction and (e-learning) online instruction replacing part of the face-to-face time, 
which can be called ‘blended courses’.  It is noteworthy that the CASCS is using the term e-learning courses instead 
of blended courses. The CASCS started employing the LMS ‘Jusur’ to offer online instructions. 
Due to the recent emergence of blended learning in Saudi higher education, there is a gap in the literature on 
utilizing online discussions in blended courses. This paper aims to identify the issues that affect the quality of 
learning when utilizing online discussion in blended courses, based on students and instructors views. We hope that 
this study will provide insight for the faculties utilizing online discussions in blended courses. 
4. Methodology 
This study was informed by the interpretive paradigm that appears to be most appropriate to understand and 
interpret the perceptions of students and instructors towards a new learning environment. According to Radnor 
(2002:29), interpretive research “is trying to come to an understanding of the world of the research participants and 
what that world means to them”. There is a focus on understanding people "without artificially contriving situations 
for research purposes" (Punch, 2009:117). 
This research project will be informed by a combination of a constructivist and a social constructionist theoretical 
framework. The constructivist element will allow us to look at the nature of social reality and learning from the 
individual’s perspective. Meaning-making activity in this framework is explained in terms of what the individual 
mind does and the unique experience of each of us (Burr, 2003; Crotty, 1998). Constructivists view people “as 
constructive agents and view the phenomenon of interest (meaning or knowledge) as built instead of passively 
received by people whose ways of knowing, seeing understanding, and valuing influence what is known seen, 
understood and valued” (Spivey, 1997:3). Social constructionism on the other hand, is the view that learning and 
meaning making are a social endeavor. Culture plays a major role in shaping our social realities and learning 
experiences, and the collective generation and transmission of meaning is at the focus of the researcher within this 
framework. Social constructionists see human experience as culturally and historically mediated through social 
practices that are constantly changing (Parker, 1998).  Social constructionism theory is therefore adopted in this 
study due to the effect of the social and cultural context in constructing the instructor and student experiences. 
Religion and culture in Saudi Arabia not only shape people’s attitudes, practices, and behaviours, but also shape the 
construction of their reality about their lives. Similarly, the social environment, in the case of online learning being 
integrated with face-to-face learning, is also exerting some influence on students’ perceptions. This makes social 
constructivism theory appropriate for understanding the perception of instructors and students on blended learning in 
Saudi society.
The main research questions underpinning this study were: 
1. What are the issues that affect Saudi student and instructor perceptions toward online discussion in 
undergraduate blended courses? 
2. What are the critical issues that have an effect on the usefulness of online discussion in undergraduate 
blended courses? 
The blended learning model utilized in this study integrates online instruction, which constitutes 70%, with face-
to-face instruction, which constitutes 30%. Online discussion in this study was used as an obligatory assessed 
element of online instruction. There are other elements of blended learning utilized in this study but they are beyond 
the scope of this paper. In each blended course, students were asked to participate in about four threads initiated by 
the course instructor.
5. Participants 
This study used a criteria-based or purposive sampling approach which is generally employed in qualitative 
research. Ritchie & Lewis remark that this approach is suitable for studies that involve sample units with particular 
features in order to enable detailed exploration of the central themes that will be studied (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). 
They contend that it is essential to decide which criteria will be used for purposive selection of the sample: “The 
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choice of purposive selection criteria is influenced by a review of the aims of the study” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:97).  
The criterion I used was being a participant in a blended course. 
Due to gender-segregated culture in Saudi Arabia, and the challenge of accepting large number of female 
undergraduate students, the blended courses were only offered to female students. As a female researcher, having 
only female participants facilitated data collection. The participants were instructors and undergraduate students 
from the College of Applied Studies and Community Services. They were nine female undergraduate students and 
three female instructors of different courses. The three instructors, who participated in a focus group and in-depth 
interviews, taught the following blended courses: 101ENG, 101ARB and 101SLM, which are required for most of 
the University colleges. The participating students were sophomores enrolled in more than one of the blended 
courses. Some of the students had enrolled in blended courses in the previous semester and were enrolled in one or 
two blended courses during the semester of the study. 
6. Methods and data analysis 
Qualitative methods were employed to collect rich descriptive data that contribute to the understanding of the 
phenomena that were studied.  During Spring 2008, initial observations of online discussions, two students’ focus 
groups and one instructors’ focus group were made. The data was further investigated during nine in-depth 
interviews. In order to understand the research environment, two interviews with e-learning supervisors in the 
College were conducted.  In-depth interviews were the main tool used in this study to provide an opportunity for 
detailed investigation of participants’ personal perspectives. The focus groups and the interviews were recorded and 
then transcribed. Thematic analysis approach was used for analyzing the data.  Each transcript was read several 
times to generate themes related to the research questions. Participants were informed about the purpose of the 
research and that confidentiality and anonymity of personal information were to be maintained. In addition, they 
were informed that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time.  In addition, consents were obtained 
from them to use the data for research purposes. 
7. Results and Discussions 
For this paper we have selected four emerging themes which are: e-pedagogy, plagiarism, infrastructure and LMS 
tools, and demands on time. These themes are considered to have an effect on the quality of online discussion.   
7.1. E-Pedagogy 
This study shows that Saudi university instructors have limited pedagogical and technical experience in 
developing web-based teaching methods. This lack of experience is likely affect the quality of online discussions in 
blended learning programs negatively. One of the most important issues that have to be considered when 
implementing online discussion in blended learning is the strategies and methods of online instruction, which can be 
called e-pedagogy. Implementing blended courses requires integrating e-pedagogy with existing styles of teaching, 
which must take into consideration pedagogical and technological features to form an effective education. 
Supporting this view, Alonso, Lopez, Manrique and Vines (2005) noted that pedagogical problems with blended 
learning require more effort to be resolved.  The participating students claimed that they did not expect their 
performance to be better in their blended course; they mentioned that the support through the online instruction was 
below their expectation. They stated that they did not experience effective online discussion because they did not 
receive the expected feedback.  For example, one of the students said: ‘Every time I post a reply to the instructor’s 
question I expect a comment from her, but all I got is a ‘thankful’ reply from one or two of my friends who want to 
increase their number of posts in the forum to get a higher grade. Unfortunately, there is no real discussion in the 
forum’. This excerpt shows how frustrated the learner is when no instructor feedback is received. Students expect to 
have considerable responses from the tutor and were frustrated without it (Sweeney, O’Donoghue & Whitehead, 
2004; So & Brush, 2008). In addition, the assessment criteria for student participation need to be based on quality 
not quantity as this will affect the value of the discussion.  
Success transition to this new learning paradigm could not be achieved without instructors’ skills and experience 
in these areas. Students of today expect that web-based learning will enable them to be collaborators and creators 
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not recipients of information. It is obvious that online instruction provides powerful tools to support the shift to a 
student-centred learning environment. Cox, Webb, Abbot, Blakeley, Beauchamp and Rhodes (2003) and Hennessy, 
Deaney and Ruthven (2003) stress that instructors need to employ proactive and responsive strategies in order to 
support and guide learning; maintain a focus on the subject; monitor progress; and encourage reflection and 
analysis. Instructors need to consider the selection of learning materials, activities and learning objectives. In this 
study, one of the students criticized the topic of the discussion, as she said: ‘The question that is posted by the 
instructor forces me to get the answer from the textbooks… which means that all of my peers do post the same 
answer and this result into duplication of posts by most of the students.’ This excerpt highlights the importance of 
the topic choices. Vonderwell, Liang and Alderman (2007) assert the importance of good choices of discussion 
topics and how topic selection should not lead to repetition of the same answer in the discussion. These difficulties 
facing the students were probably because the instructors had not been introduced to online instructional practices, 
as they have mentioned. One of the instructors said: ‘This semester is the first time I teach using blended learning… 
I have never taught via online instructions… In the beginning of the semester, I got a technical workshop about 
using the LMS ‘Jusur’… but no pedagogical issues were mentioned… I am trying to learn the pedagogical issues 
from my colleagues’ experiences who are brand new teachers in this area.’ 
Certainly, using effective pedagogy would affect student motivation and engagement. Student engagement could 
be understood as the time and effort that a student spends to perform learning activities either in class or out of class 
(Kuh, 2001). Therefore, instructors need to consider learning goals and outcomes as well as appropriate activities to 
facilitate student engagement. Oncu (2007) states that student engagement is affected positively by the instructional 
practices of student-centred approach. He also contends that active learning is reliant upon students being more 
actively involved in educationally purposeful activities, and the more they collaborate with their peers the more they 
become successful. 
Online discussion is an opportunity for instructors to increase interaction, reflection and collaboration. To 
overcome the challenges of online teaching that most of university instructors meet, e-pedagogy workshops need to 
be offered to them. Salmon’s (2000) five -stage framework is one of the guidelines that could be followed for 
efficient online discussion. These stages are used to design and run online activities that motivate and engage online 
students based on interaction among them. These five stages are: access and motivation, online socialization, 
information exchange, knowledge construction, and development. Each of these stages requires students and 
instructors to master particular skills.  
7.2. Infrastructure and LMS Tools 
To implement the blended learning program, technical infrastructure, including the computer laboratories in-
campus, Internet availability in-campus and off-campus and technical support, is a condition for the success of the 
learning process. The LMS ‘Jusur’ has been a useful tool for online discussion but more features to facilitate 
learning and teaching are required. One of the participating instructors stated that the LMS should provide more 
features: ‘I would like the LMS to offer me a tool to monitor student activities… the system does not have a feature 
that allows me to know who is online. I think that offering me a search tool or a report of each student’s posts would 
facilitate my monitoring.  Also, in some cases I found that a student has to be abandon from posting in the forum, 
but unfortunately I do not have this authority.’ 
Instructors were overloaded by the large number of students whose obligatory participation had to be answered in 
online discussions.  Dealing with the assignments of this large number of students can be addressed by providing 
user-friendly features in the LMS, as the participants suggested. 
Regarding the students, some of them claimed that they experienced problems using LMS to submit assignments 
or review online discussions. A participant mentioned that technical support was helpful for students who faced 
difficulty in using the LMS or had weak computer skills: ‘I encountered a difficulty while trying to log in to my 
account and the technician in the helpdesk guided me to overcome it; that was due to my confusion of my university 
account password.’ 
Observing the online discussion indicates that it provides a useful virtual environment where students can interact 
with the instructor and post their queries or any complaints such as technical problems. In addition, the technicians 
informed students in the first class meeting that they can contact them via email for any technical queries. 
Undoubtedly, offering internet access for instructors is a must, as an instructor said: ‘I do not have Internet access at 
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my office in the College so I need to postpone uploading assignments and monitoring online discussion until I go 
back home. Of course this put a heavy load over me; the College promised us to provide wireless network through 
our offices next semester.’ 
Moreover, participating students claimed that some of their friends do not have internet available at their homes 
so they cannot participate in the online discussion; therefore, providing Internet for students on campus via wireless 
network or computer labs opened all day is crucial. 
7.3. E-Plagiarism 
This theme has emerged from the online observation. It was noticed that plagiarism was visible in online 
discussions more frequent as ‘cut & paste’ is an easy action. Sutherland-Smith (2008:101) mentioned that some 
“researchers claim the Internet is a primary force pushing an increase in student plagiarism”. Plagiarism is a serious 
ethical issue that has to be considered when implementing blended learning. Plagiarism means using others' words, 
ideas, graphs, or any creative expression without acknowledgment. Among the participants of the study, there is no 
real concern about plagiarism or its consequences.  One instructor claimed that she could not recognize plagiarism 
as a result of the large number of students, while another instructor claimed that she just informed guilty students 
about their faults in this matter without any further action. At the same time all of them agreed that they may not 
take into consideration plagiarism in order to allow students to participate in the online discussion. One of the 
instructors said: ‘I know that my students ‘cut & paste’ from the Internet without referring to the resources… but 
this is the way they can contribute to the discussion. Of course I think it is better that they mention the reference. I 
think this is not concerned in our learning.’ 
This finding conflict with studies conducted in Western countries that show the high concern about plagiarism 
among higher education instructors (Sutherland-Smith, 2008). Plagiarism is also a serious issue that is recognized in 
some Arab Universities among students and instructors who do not realize the consequences of plagiarism (Hamdan, 
2006; Ebaid, 2005). Although technology has been employed to diagnose plagiarism in students’ assignments thru 
search engines or anti-plagiarism software as ‘Turnitin’, there is no anti-plagiarism software that supports the Arabic 
language (AlZahrani & Salim, 2009). 
Saudi undergraduate students have not been exposed to plagiarism policies and regulations as graduate students 
have; therefore they may not take into consideration the implications of plagiarism. Stover (2005) mentioned that 
plagiarism is diagnosed among undergraduate students more than graduate students because they do not differentiate 
the categorizations of “cheating” or “plagiarism”. In order to address this issue, students should be educated and 
instructors need to consider pedagogical solutions to this problem. They also need to understand plagiarism policies 
embraced by universities and adhere to them. Supporting this view, a study investigating the views of students and 
instructors about plagiarism by Sutherland-Smith (2008:180) indicates that the “students’ inability to explain their 
understandings of plagiarism in a manner that is consistent with their teachers and university policy is of concern”. 
Adding to Sutherland-Smith that students need access to workshops or online modules to develop their academic 
writing skills in order to avoid plagiarism, two student participants stated that the lack of writing skills is a possible 
contributing factor to plagiarism: ‘I do not have good writing skills so I search the Internet to find related 
paragraphs. I post it with a nice format adding colors and enlarging the fonts. I think the course instructor 
understands that and do not care, or may be she does not read my submission.’ 
Therefore, academic writing skills tutorials need to be offered and guidelines on how to avoid plagiarism have to 
be introduced to students. The plagiarism issue has to be discussed and addressed once e-learning and blended 
learning are adopted. 
7.4. Demand on Time  
Participating instructors in the pilot study stated that teaching blended courses required more time to supervise 
students’ activities and provide feedback. Supporting this view, Graham et al. (2003) report that instructors will 
have to adjust their schedules to accommodate more frequent interaction with students because more frequent 
feedback in online environments is expected. Instructors might refuse teaching blended courses to avoid this demand 
on time. In this study, the supervisor of the program mentioned that the College has endeavored to encourage 
instructors to teach blended courses by offering them extra payments for each blended class they teach. One of the 
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instructors said: ‘Facilitating learning thru online discussion is a new learning method that I can not handle 
efficiently with a large number of students in my class. I need many hours per day to monitor my students’ posts, 
reply to their queries and evaluate their work.’ 
It is recommended that orientation sessions be provided for both instructors and students to outline online 
teaching and learning strategies in order to overcome this issue. Providing time-management tutorials for instructors 
would facilitate their online duties and decrease the required time of online moderating. In addition, limiting the 
number of students per blended course is sought to allow instructors to moderate the online instruction effectively. 
Another solution is to offer a tutor for blended courses to provide support for moderating the online discussion.  
Regarding the students’ concerns, none of the participating students complained about time consumed in online 
learning, although in other studies some students have expressed concern in regard to the time needed to effectively 
contribute to online discussions (Sweeney et al., 2004). One of the students referred the shortage of time spent on 
online learning to the availability of information which is used unethically, she stated: ‘I try to add many posts to the 
forum either by searching the Internet or modifying the posts that were posted by my peers and repost it again... I am 
sure that the instructor would not realize the duplication as she does not have enough time to read all of the students’ 
posts.’ Certainly, students require guidelines about learning ethics as well as studying skills to facilitate the 
transformation to blended learning. 
8. Conclusion  
Online discussion is one of the primary components of blended learning that can positively affect student 
learning when responding to peer questions, sharing new ideas, and receiving regular feedback from instructors. 
Therefore, effective use of online discussions would provide a sign of efficient blended learning. Several studies 
have proved the effectiveness of online discussion in enhancing participation and collaboration. However, this study 
shows that poor utilization of e-pedagogy was a significant obstacle. Utilizing asynchronous online discussion as an 
evaluated tool for students’ participation requires more consideration as to its structure and moderating. 
Providing infrastructure and web-based learning tools is not enough to move to a new learning approach. Many 
issues have to be considered before employing online discussions in blended courses. Universities that have never 
provided online instruction should effectively prepare their instructors and students to be engaged in online 
activities. In order to ensure the efficiency of online discussion in blended courses, the following steps are 
recommended: providing instructional practice training for instructors, providing user-friendly LMS features, 
highlighting the importance of avoiding plagiarism, and providing time-management orientation, resources, and 
strategies for instructors and students. Finally, it is recommended that feedback from students and instructors via 
regular course evaluations and other means is used to accurately inform the development of online discussion 
strategies in blended courses. Future research is needed about the criteria of assessment, the structure of online 
discussion and whether online discussion is recommended as an off-campus communication tool without assessment 
or an assessed element.  
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